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A
bstract

T
eachers' reports m

ay be affected by m
easurem

ent and interpretation difficulties associated w
ith the potential differences betw

een
ratings com

pleted during the fall and spring, particularly if different teachers provide the ratings. T
his study assessed the com

parability
of teachers' ratings of children's externalizing behavior from

 fall and spring intervention cohorts. T
eachers of 240 children of divorce

aged 9 to 12 years com
pleted pretest, posttest, and six-m

onth follow
-up ratings. C

hildren w
ere random

ly assigned to one of three
treatm

ent conditions (groups for their m
others only, separate groups for m

others and children, or a bibliotherapy control condition). T
w

o
separate 3 X

 2 X
 2 A

N
O

V
A

s revealed the changes in m
ean levels w

ere not significantly different betw
een the fall and spring cohorts for

either the pretest/posttest or pretest/follow
-up com

parison. W
hen different teachers com

pleted the ratings, the pretest/posttest and
pretest/follow

-up correlations w
ere rem

arkably high over 9 m
onths (g =

 .55 to .79). W
hen the pretests w

ere obtained from
 the current

teachers, the pretest/follow
-up correlation w

as higher in the fall than in the spring. A
 second aim

 com
pared ratings obtained from

children's current teachers w
ithin the first m

onth of the school year vs. those com
pleted by the children's teachers from

 the previous
school year. P

retest levels of externalizing behavior w
ere higher w

hen reported retrospectively by the previous teachers. H
ow

ever,
neither the previous teachers' nor the current teachers' fall ratings w

ere significantly different from
 the spring teachers' pretest ratings.

T
hus, school psychologists m

ay elect to obtain ratings from
 either the previous or current teacher early in the fall of a new

 academ
ic

year. Lim
itations of this study and recom

m
endations for future research are discussed.

Introduction
S

chool psychologists rely heavily upon teachers' reports of children's classroom
 behavior. A

lthough this inform
ation is

quintessential to the assessm
ent and intervention processes, the validity of this data m

ay depend upon the tim
e of the academ

ic year
that the data are collected. S

om
e evidence suggests that teachers' ratings of students' behavior m

ay fluctuate during the academ
ic

year. F
or exam

ple, w
ithin the first few

 w
eeks of the academ

ic year, teachers do not tend to report high levels
of behavioral problem

s
(T

aylor-G
reene et al., 1997). T

herefore, ratings obtained early in the academ
ic year m

ay show
 little variability. O

n the other hand,
greater variability and higher levels of behavior problem

s m
ay plausibly be reported later in the academ

ic year.
W

hen a student is referred for an evaluation or is re-evaluated early in the academ
ic year, school psychologists m

ust decide
w

hether to obtain behavior ratings from
 the student's current or previous teacher, or both. It is generally recom

m
ended that a teacher

have a student in his or her class for at least four w
eeks before providing behavior ratings (e.g., C

onners, 1973; M
errell, 1994; Q

uay &
P

eterson, 1983; R
eynolds &

 K
am

phaus, 1992; W
alker, 1983). T

he authors of the standardized rating instrum
ent used in the present

study, the T
eacher-C

hild R
ating S

cale (T
C

R
S

), specify four to six w
eeks as am

ple tim
e for teachers to effectively com

plete ratings on
social, behavioral, and academ

ic behaviors (H
ightow

er et al., 1986; P
rim

ary M
ental H

ealth P
roject, 1995).

A
s a result of their current teachers' unfam

iliarity w
ith students early in the academ

ic year, school psychologists m
ay obtain ratings

from
 the teacher w

hose classroom
 the child w

as in the previous academ
ic year. H

ow
ever, this strategy is problem

atic in that the reports
are retrospective, do not account for the child's m

aturation over the sum
m

er, and reflect the child's behavior in a
previous setting.

W
hen teachers' ratings of a student's behavior are needed w

ithin the first few
 w

eeks of a academ
ic year (e.g., as part of an

evaluation or as a baseline m
easurem

ent prior to intervention), school psychologists m
ust select one teacher or reconcile possible

discrepancies betw
een m

ultiple teachers' ratings of the sam
e student. C

urrently, em
pirical evidence to guide this decision-m

aking is
lacking.



A
 related issue involves the use of teachers' reports to evaluate a student's progress in behavioral dom

ains. W
hen

behavior ratings
are used to m

onitor a student's response to an intervention, teachers m
ay be asked to report on

the student's behavior in the fall and
again in the spring sem

ester of an academ
ic year. If the intervention period spans m

ore than one academ
ic year, different

teachers are
likely to provide ratings of the sam

e student's behavior at different tim
e points. T

he validity of the ratings m
ay be com

prom
ised by

inter-
rater unreliability. O

n the other hand, w
hen the sam

e teacher provides pre-intervention and post-intervention ratings, the
ratings m

ay be
less sensitive to detecting change because the teacher' s perceptions of the child's behavior are resistant to change (B

ryk &
R

audenbush, 1992; R
audenbush, 1984). A

lthough assessm
ents are intended to obtain reasonably objective m

easurem
ents of

children's behavior, the teachers and classroom
 settings m

ay affect the behavior ratings at different assessm
ent points. T

hus, teachers'
reports m

ay be particularly affected by m
easurem

ent and interpretation difficulties associated w
ith the potential differences betw

een fall
and spring behavior ratings.

A
m

ong the issues that could lead to system
atic differences betw

een fall and spring ratings are (1) the length of tim
e a child has

been in a particular class w
ith a particular teacher, (2) w

hether the ratings are com
pleted by the sam

e or different teachers at different
assessm

ent points, and (3) w
hether the sam

ple of observed behavior changes in a different setting. A
t present, little is know

n about
sem

ester-specific effects as they affect the evaluation of interventions for school-age children. T
his study assessed the

com
parability of

teachers' ratings of children's externalizing behavior from
 fall and spring intervention cohorts.

P
articipants

T
eachers of 240 children aged nine to tw

elve years com
pleted pretest, posttest, and six-m

onth follow
-up ratings for four different

cohorts (tw
o in the fall, tw

o in the spring) over a tw
o-year period. T

here w
ere 107 subjects in the fall cohorts and 133 in the

spring.
F

orty-eight percent of the children w
ere fem

ale. E
ighty-eight percent of the children w

ere C
aucasian. A

t the tim
e of the pretest, the

average age of the children on w
hom

 teachers com
pleted behavior ratings w

as 10.35 years.
T

he grade level of the children ranged
from

 three to seven, w
ith a m

ode of fourth grade and a m
ean of 4.85.

T
he children on w

hom
 the teachers com

pleted ratings w
ere part of a preventive intervention study of divorced fam

ilies ("N
ew

B
eginnings"; W

olchik, S
andler, W

est, &
 A

nderson, 1997). T
he fam

ilies w
ere recruited to participate in the study via a m

ultiple step
process that w

as initiated by obtaining court records of divorce decrees that w
ere granted w

ithin tw
o years

of the start of each
intervention group.

E
ligibility criteria:

(1) T
he divorce decree w

as granted w
ithin the past tw

o years;
(2) T

he m
other w

as the custodial/prim
ary residential parent;

(3) N
either the custodial parent nor any child residing w

ith the custodial parent w
as currently in treatm

ent for psychological problem
s;

(4) T
he custodial parent had not rem

arried, did not have a live-in boyfriend, and did not plan to rem
arry during the tim

e period of the
intervention trial;
(5) T

he custodial arrangem
ent w

as expected to rem
ain stable during the trial;

(6) T
he fam

ily resided w
ithin a one-hour drive of the location of the intervention group program

;
(7) T

he custodial parent and the child being targeted by the intervention w
ere fluent in E

nglish;
(8) T

he target child w
as not placed in a special education program

 for the m
entally handicapped or learning disabled;

and (9) O
ne or m

ore children betw
een nine and tw

elve years of age resided prim
arily w

ith their m
other.

6
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M
ethod

M
easure

T
eacher-C

hild R
ating S

cale (T
-C

R
S

; H
ightow

er et al., 1986; P
rim

ary M
ental H

ealth P
roject, 1995). T

he T
eacher-C

hild R
ating S

cale
includes a six-item

 A
cting O

ut subscale that taps externalizing behavior problem
s. T

he T
-C

R
S

 has dem
onstrated adequate reliability as

w
ell as concurrent and discrim

inant validity to differentiate referred from
 non-referred children (H

ightow
er et al., 1986).

In the present study, the internal consistency of the A
cting O

ut subscale w
as excellent. T

he reliability coefficients (C
ronbach's

alphas) for the A
cting O

ut subscale exceeded .90 on the pretest, posttest, and follow
-up ratings.

D
ata C

ollection
In the current investigation, the pretest assessm

ents w
ere obtained w

ithin the four w
eeks prior to the start of the intervention.

P
osttest ratings w

ere gathered three m
onths after the pretest and w

ithin the four w
eeks im

m
ediately follow

ing the com
pletion of the

intervention. F
ollow

-up assessm
ents occurred six m

onths after the post-intervention assessm
ents. T

he ratings for spring cohorts w
ere

gathered as follow
s: pretest in late F

ebruary; posttest in M
ay; and follow

-up in N
ovem

ber. F
or fall cohorts, the ratings w

ere collected as
follow

s: pretest in early S
eptem

ber; posttest in D
ecem

ber; and follow
-up in early June. F

or fall cohorts, pretest data w
ere collected from

both the previous and current teachers of each child in the study.

F
all P

retest C
om

pleted by the C
urrent T

eachers
T

he fall teachers w
ho com

pleted the pretest ratings on the fall cohorts had know
n the children for an average of three w

eeks.
T

he range w
as w

ide, w
ith som

e teachers reporting having had a child in class for only one w
eek, w

hile others reported know
ing a child

for as m
any as six w

eeks. T
hese ratings w

ere com
pleted in early S

eptem
ber.

T
reatm

ent C
onditions

A
fter com

pleting the pretest, participants attended an orientation session during w
hich they w

ere random
ly assigned to one of three

conditions: (1) m
other-only group intervention (N

=
81), (2) concurrent but separate m

other and child group interventions (N
=

83), and (3)
a control condition (N

=
76). T

he control condition consisted of self-study, take-hom
e reading m

aterials that m
others w

ere at the tim
e

w
hen m

others w
ere random

ly assigned into this condition. T
he intervention subjects in conditions (1) and (2) participated in sem

ester-
long groups aim

ed at intervening w
ith the putative m

ediators of divorce-related events for children (W
olchik et al., 1997).

D
esign

D
ividing the sam

ple into the tw
o experim

ental (m
other plus child and m

other only) conditions and one control (self
study/bibliotherapy) group resulted in a 3 X

 2 X
 2 analysis of variance (A

N
O

V
A

) w
ith one repeated m

easures (w
ithin-subjects) factor

and tw
o betw

een-subjects factors. T
his design w

as replicated as another 3 X
 2 X

 2 A
N

O
V

A
 for the pretest/follow

-up scenario.
T

he repeated m
easures factor w

as the tim
e each rating w

as collected on each subject (i.e., pretest, posttest, and follow
-up). T

he
cohort in w

hich a child w
as a subject w

as a non-random
, betw

een-subjects factor. T
he treatm

ent condition, either experim
ental or

control w
as a random

, betw
een-subjects factor.

F
or each of the com

parisons betw
een fall and spring cohorts, correlation coefficients, m

eans, and differences betw
een m

eans
w

ere com
puted. M

ean externalizing scores w
ere exam

ined to assess the substantive question regarding differences betw
een cohorts

8
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as a function of tim
e of year. C

orrelation coefficients betw
een scores at tw

o assessm
ent points (pretest/posttest and pretest/follow

-up)
w

ere calculated on the w
ithin-subjects factor to address the statistical question of sensitivity to detecting treatm

ent effects.
A

ll of the com
parisons of correlation coefficients described herein account for the three treatm

ent conditions, such that each
com

putation actually refers to partial correlation coefficients. P
artial correlation coefficients w

ere com
puted betw

een pretest and
posttest scores for each of the three situations: spring (sam

e teacher), fall (sam
e teacher), and fall (different teachers).

R
esults

T
w

o separate 3 X
 2 X

 2 A
N

O
V

A
s revealed the changes in m

ean levels w
ere not significantly different betw

een the fall and spring
cohorts for either the pretest/posttest or pretest/follow

-up com
parison. W

hen different teachers com
pleted the ratings, the

pretest/posttest and pretest/follow
-up correlations dem

onstrated stability over nine m
onths (m

- =
 .55 to .79). (In a m

eta-analysis of
thirteen studies that used tw

o teachers as inform
ants on children's behavior, A

chenbach, M
cC

onaughy, and H
ow

ell (1987) found a
m

ean r =
 .64 on ratings com

pleted by different teachers for the sam
e child.) W

hen the pretests w
ere obtained from

 the current teachers
in the fall, the pretest/follow

-up correlation w
as higher in the fall cohorts than in the spring cohorts.

P
retest M

ean Levels: F
all C

urrent vs. P
revious T

eachers
R

atings obtained from
 children's current teachers w

ithin the first m
onth of the academ

ic year w
ere com

pared to those com
pleted by the

children's teachers from
 the previous academ

ic year. B
oth sets of these fall pretest ratings w

ere obtained at about the sam
e tim

e, early
in the fall.

M
ain effects w

ere found w
hen looking at pretest m

eans betw
een the ratings obtained from

 the current teachers and the previous
teachers in the fall cohorts. T

he previous teachers reported very highly significantly greater sym
ptom

atology than did the current
teachers, F

 (1, 84) =
 12.80, p <

 .001. A
s w

as the case w
hen fall and spring pretest ratings w

ere com
pared, there w

as not a
significant

interaction betw
een treatm

ent condition (i.e., group) and the effect of w
hich teacher com

pleted the pretest rating. T
his finding fits the

expectation of random
ization into treatm

ent conditions.

C
onclusions

R
egardless of the underlying reasons, it is clear that teachers' ratings of children's externalizing behavior are quite consistent,

even w
hen different teachers provide behavior ratings over a period of nine m

onths. T
he correlations betw

een ratings over tim
e w

ere
rem

arkably high, even w
hen different teachers com

pleted the questionnaires. R
atings com

pleted nine m
onths apart by different raters

correlated from
 .55 to .74. A

chenbach et al. (1987) reported a m
ean correlation of .64 betw

een different teachers' ratings, typically
obtained at about the sam

e tim
e. T

here w
ere no significant differences betw

een the fall and spring cohorts' partial correlation
coefficients of the pretest/posttest. A

s such, school psychologists m
ay elect to obtain behavior ratings from

 either or both the previous
and current teacher early in the fall of the new

 academ
ic year.

Lim
itations of this study include the lack of inform

ation about w
hether the stability of teachers' ratings is actually problem

atic w
ith

regard to detecting treatm
ent effects. A

lso, the generalization of the findings should be approached w
ith caution for a num

ber of
reasons. F

irst, the instrum
ent used in this study, the T

eacher-C
hild R

ating S
cale (T

-C
R

S
, H

ightow
er et al., 1986) lacks norm

ative data
for children beyond third grade. S

econd, the present sam
ple w

as com
prised entirely of children of divorce. A

lthough the inclusion of a
control condition should safeguard against problem

s w
ith m

aking appropriate com
parisons, it is unknow

n w
hether the sam

e results
w

ould be obtained w
ith a different sam

ple.

10
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F
uture research should exam

ine teachers' ratings of internalizing behaviors and verify the validity of teachers' ratings com
pared

to behavioral observations. F
urther research could elucidate the m

echanism
s through w

hich teachers' ratings becom
e stable and

determ
ine if teachers and classroom

 environm
ents them

selves becom
e contexts that prom

ote stability in the w
ay children are

perceived.

T
able 1

D
esign of the S

tudy

F
all cohorts

P
re

P
ost

F
U

T
1B

 &
 T

2B
T

2A
T

2F
S

ept.
D

ec.
June

S
pring cohorts

P
re

P
ost

F
U

T
3B

T
3A

T
4F

F
eb.

M
ay

N
ov.

N
ote. T

 =
 T

eacher, and is follow
ed by a num

ber assigned to differentiate w
hether the teacher is the sam

e or different teacher as the one
w

ho com
pleted a rating at

another tim
e point. T

he letters after the num
bers indicate w

hen the rating took place:

B
 =

 B
efore, A

 =
 A

fter, and F
 =

 F
ollow

-up.

T
able 2

P
artial C

orrelations
P

re/P
ost

P
re/F

ollow
-up

pr
n

pr
F

all (previous pre)
(T

1B
/T

2A
)

.63a*
81

(T
1B

/T
2F

)
.60a

76
F

all (current pre)
(T

2B
/T

2A
)

.79b*
81

(T
2B

/T
2F

)
.74b

76
S

pring
(T

3B
/T

3A
)

.75ab
113

(T
3B

/T
4F

)
.55a

113

N
ote. F

all current indicates the pretest data cam
e from

 each child's current teacher at the tim
e of the rating. F

all previous indicates that the pretest
rating w

as
obtained from

 each child's teacher from
 the previous school year.

N
ote. C

oefficients in the sam
e colum

n sharing the sam
e superscript are not significantly different from

 one another.
* p <

 .01; all other values w
ith different superscript letters are significantly different at p <

 .05.
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